Genetic influences on life span and survival among elderly African-Americans, Caribbean Hispanics, and Caucasians.
An investigation of the genetic influences on life span and survival was conducted among elderly African-Americans, Caribbean Hispanics, and Caucasians Medicare recipients (ages 65-104 years). Family history information on 13,161 parents and siblings was obtained. Heritability of life span varied by the age and by ethnic group being lowest for African-Americans. We recalculated the heritability coefficients for life span including only probands and their siblings, but the differences across ethnic groups persisted. In contrast the heritability of survival was more similar across ethnic groups but was similar to that for life span. Heritability coefficients for survival in probands and their siblings revealed little difference between ethnic groups and suggested that as much as 35% of the variation in survival may be genetically influenced. These results indicate that life span and survival are genetically influenced. Comparisons across generations and ethnic groups indicate that changes in environmental hygiene, social welfare, and health care systems are significant contributors to life span and survival, but genetic influences are also important. Identifying the genes associated with life span and survival will provide insight into how the genes interact with environment to influence aging in humans.